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Sorani 


Sorani (Kurdish: Sorani, (J A*'), also called Central Kurdish (jjvi 
Kurdiy nawendi), is a dialect^ 4 ^ 5 ^ 6 ^ 7 ^ 8 ^ or a language^ 10 ] of the 
Kurdish languages that is spoken in Iraq , mainly in Iraqi Kurdistan, as well 
as the Kurdistan Province, Kermanshah Province, and West Azerbaijan 
Province of western Iran. Sorani is one of the two official languages of Iraq, 
along with Arabic, and is in political documents simply referred to as 
"Kurdish".! 11 ^ 12 ! 


The term Sorani, named after the former Soran Emirate, is used especially 
to refer to a written, standardized form of Central Kurdish written in the 
Sorani alphabet developed from the Arabic alphabet in the 1920s by Sa'ed 
Sidqi Kaban and Taufiq WahbiJ 13 -! 


Sorani Kurdish 

Central Kurdish 
JUr" <j_v/ 
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History 


Tracing back the historical changes that Sorani has gone through is difficult. 
No predecessors of Kurdish languages are yet known from Old and Middle 
Iranian times. The extant Kurdish texts may be traced back to no earlier than 
the 16th century CeJ 14 ^ 

The current status of Sorani as a standardized written language can be traced 
back to late Ottoman era. In Sulaymaniyah ( Silemani ), the Ottoman Empire 
had created a secondary school, the Rushdiye, graduates from which could 
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go to Istanbul to continue to study there. This allowed Sorani, which was 
spoken in Silemani, to progressively replace Hawrami dialects (Gorani) as 
the literary vehicle for Kurdish. 

Since the fall of the Arab Socialist Ba'ath Party - Iraq Region, there have 
been more opportunities to publish works in the Kurdish languages in Iraq 
than in any other country in recent timesJ 15 ^ As a result, Sorani has become the dominant written form of KurdishJ 16 ^ 

Writing system 


I | Sorani Gorani 

| | Southern mixed areas 


Sorani is written with a modified Arabic alphabet. However, the other main Kurdish language, Kurmanji ( Kurmand ), which is 
spoken mainly in Turkey, is usually written in the Latin alphabet. 

In the Sorani writing system almost all vowels are always written as separate letters. This is in contrast to the original Arabic 
writing system and most other writing systems developed from it, in which certain vowels (usually "short" vowels) are shown by 
diacritics above and under the letters, and usually omitted. 

The other major point of departure of the Sorani writing system from other Arabic-based systems is that the Arabic letters that 
represent sounds that are non-existent in Sorani are usually (but not always) replaced by letters that better represent their Kurdish 
pronunciation.The Arabic loanword JU* (/Gala : q/ in Classical Arabic), for example, is usually written as jX” in Sorani, 
replacing the character for the pharyngealized sound /tV ("J?") with the character for /t/ ("u>"). Sorani also uses the four letters 
'X" (/g/), (/tJ7), "u*'" (/p/), and (/3/) which are used in the Persian alphabet but are absent in the original Arabic 

character inventory. 

The Sorani writing system does not used the Tashdeed (gemination) diacritic found in the original Arabic writing system. Instead, 
in the few cases where double consonants are found, the consonant is simply written twice, as in tilll^ (IPA: /J alia/, 
English: "God willing"). 

Demographics 


The exact number of Sorani speakers is difficult to determine, but it is generally thought that Sorani is spoken by about 9 to 10 
million people in Iraq and IranJ 18 ^ 19 ^ It is the most widespread speech of Kurds in Iran and Iraq. In particular, it is spoken by: 

■ Around 5 million Kurds in Iranian Kurdistan. Located south of Lake Urmia that stretches roughly to the outside of 
Kermanshah. 

■ Around 5 million Kurds in Iraqi Kurdistan. Most of the Kurds who use it are found in the vicinity of Hewler (Erbil), 
Sulaymaniyah (Silemani), Kirkuk and Diyala Governorate. 


Subdialects 


Following includes the traditional internal variants of Sorani. However, nowadays, due to widespread media and communications, 
most of them are regarded as subdialects of standard Sorani: 

■ Hawleri, spoken in and around the city of Hawler (Erbil) in Iraqi Kurdistan, in Hawler (Erbil) Governorate and 
Oshnavieh in iran. Its main distinction is changing the consonant /II/ into /r/ or /I/ in many words, and like Kurmanji it 
changes /□/ to /T/ in words that end with lul. It is the most common central Kurdish dialect. It is spoken by 2,000,000 
Kurds. 

■ Mokryani; The language spoken south of Lake Urmia with Mahabad as its center, including the cities of Sardasht, 
Boukan, Oshnavieh, Piranshahr and the Kurdish speaking more of miandoab and Naghadeh. This region is 
traditionally known as Mokryan (Mukriyan or Mokriyan). 

■ Babani, spoken in Sulaymaniyah and around this city of in Iraq and the city of Baneh, in Iran. This region is known 
as Baban. 

■ Garmiani, in Kirkuk and around this city. This region is known as Garmian. 

■ Ardalani, spoken in the cities of Sanandaj, Saqqez, Marivan, Kamyaran, Divandarreh and Dehgolan in Kordestan 
province and the Kurdish speaking mores of Tekab and Shahindej in West Azerbaijan province. This region is 
known as Ardalan (Erdelan). 

■ Jafi, spoken in the towns of Javanroud, Ravansar, Salase Babajani and some villages around Paveh, Sarpole 
Zahab and the parts of Kerm anshah City. 

■ Gerrusi, spoken in the town of Bijar. This region is known as Gerrus. 






Media and education 


Iraq is the only country in which a Kurdish language has enjoyed official or semi-official rights during the last few decades. 
Kurdish media outlets in Iraq mushroomed during the 1990s, spurred by the semi-autonomous status the region has enjoyed since 
the uprising against the Saddam regime in 199lJ 2 °l The use of Kurdish in media and education is prevalent in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
Seven of the top 10 TV stations viewed by Iraqi Kurds are Kurdish-language stations ,^ and the use of Arabic in Kurdistan 
schools has decreased to the extent that the number of Iraqi Kurds who speak Arabic fluently has dropped significantly over the 
past decadesJ 22 ^ 

Some Kurdish media in Iraq seem to be aiming for constructing a cross-border Kurdish identity. The Kurdish-language satellite 
channel Kurdistan TV (KTV), owned by the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP), for example, employs techniques that expose 
audiences to more than one Kurdish variety in the same show or program J 23 ^ It has been suggested that continuous exposure to 
different Kurdish varieties on KTV and other satellite television stations might make Kurdish varieties increasingly mutually 
intelligible. ^ 23 ^ 

A recent proposal was made for Sorani to be the official language of the Kurdistan Regional Government. This idea has been 
favoured by some Central Kurdish-speakers but has disappointed Northern Kurdish speakers^ 24 ! 

In Iran, state-sponsored regional TV stations air programs in both Kurdish and Persian. Kurdish press are legally allowed in Iran, 
but there have been many reports of a policy of banning Kurdish newspapers and arresting Kurdish activists.I 25 !! 26 !! 27 ] 

Phonology 


Sorani has 9 phonemic vowels and 26 to 28 phonemic consonants (depending on whether the pharyngeal sounds /h/ and /S7 are 
counted or not). 


Vowels 

The following table contains the vowels of SoraniJ 28 ^ 17 ^ Vowels in parentheses are not phonemic, but have been included in the 
table below because of their ubiquity in the language. Letters in the Sorani alphabet take various forms depending on where they 
occur in the wordJ 17 ^ Forms given below are letters in isolation. 


IPA 

Sorani Alphabet 

Romanization 

Example Word (Sorani) 

Example Word (English) 

i 

d 

T 

hitf = "nothing" 

"beet" 

i 

- 

i 

gir'tin = "to take, to hold" 

"bit" 

e 

i'S 

e, e 

hez = "power" 

"bait" 

(e) 

a 

e 

bsjani = "morning" 

"bet" 

(a) 

a 1 

(mixed) 


"but" 

as 

a 

a 

teenee’kse = "tin can" 

"bat" 

u 

)> 

u 

gur = "calf" 

"boot" 

u 

> 

u 

gurg = "wolf" 

"book" 

0 

> 

0 

gor = "level" 

"boat" 

a 

1 

a 

ga = "cow" 

"balm" ("father") 


Some Vowel Alternations and Notes 






The vowel [ae] is sometimes pronounced as [3] (the sound found in the first syllable of the English word "above"). This sound 
change takes place when [ae] directly precedes [w] or when it is followed by the sound [j] (like English "y") in the same syllable. If 
it, instead, precedes [j] in a context where [j] is a part of another syllable it is pronounced [£] (as in English "bet")J 17 ^ 

The vowels [o] and [e], both of which have slight off-glides in English, do not possess these ofEglides in Sorani. 

Consonants 

Letters in the Sorani alphabet take various forms depending on where they occur in the word.^ Forms given below are letters in 
isolation. 



IPA 

Sorani 

Alphabet 

Romanization 

Example Word 
(Sorani) 

Example Word 
(English) 

Notes 

b 

w' 

b 

JiV but (ashes) 

b in "bat" 


P 

V 

P 

iU,pyaw (man) 

p in "pat" 


t 

O 

t 

tarn an 

(age) 

t in "tab" 


d 

J 

d 

darga 

(door) 

d in "dab" 


k 

J 

k 

yj^kar (donkey) 

c in "cot" 


g 

J 

g 

f 

»;V gawra 

(big) 

g in "got" 


q 

J 

q 

qut (deep) 

Like Eng. k but further 
back in the throat 


? 

i 

■ 

wllfamada 

(ready) 

middle sound in "uh-oh" 


f 


f 

fjl£f finjan 
(cup) 

fin "fox" 


V 

A 

w? 

V 

(jb^Jgavzan 
(to roll over) 

v in "voice" 


s 

lT 

s 

j»y sur (red) 

s in "sing" 


z 

j 

z 

yjy zor (many) 

z in "zipper" 


X 

t 

kh 

jjj khazr 
(anger) 

Like the ch in German 
"Bach" 


<r 


- 

jlf' ‘iraq (Iraq) 

Pharyngeal fricative (like 
Arabic "ain") 

This sound is only present in Arabic borrowed words, 
it's non existent in Kurdish words 

Y 

l 

gh 

♦ 

peghamar 

(prophet) 

Like the sound above, 
but voiced 

Mostly in borrowed words, usually pronounced [x] 

J 

A 

tr 

sh 

shar (city) 

sh in "shoe" 


3 

A 

v 

zh 

jhj zhur 
(room) 

ge in "beige" 


tf 

& 

ch 

<mf\e chak 
* 

(good) 

ch in "cheap" 


d5 


j 

fjlj? jwan 
(beautiful) 

j in "jump" 


fi 

6 

h 

k-sy? hizb 
(political party) 

More guttural than the 
English h 

Presence of this is regional (mostly used in Iraqi 
dialects) 

h 

J2> 

h 

haz (desire) 

h in "hat" 


m 

r 

m 

y*L mamir 

m in "mop" 




(chicken) 


n 

d 

n 

v*L'nama 

(letter) 

n in "none" 


w 

) 

w 

0(1 i witat 
(country) 

w in "water" 


j 

d 

y 

;L yana (club) 

y in "yellow" 


r 

j 

r 

Tij rozh (day) 

t in Am. Eng. "water" 


r 

■> 

r, rr 

amro 

(today) 

Like Spanish trilled r 


1 

J 

1 

oj lat (piece) 

1 in "let" (forward in the 
mouth) 


1 

0 

I 

bat (arm) 

/ in "all" (backward in the 
mouth) 



As in certain other Western Iranian languages (e.g. Kurmanji), the two pharyngeal consonants /h/ and /S'/ exist in most Iraqi 
dialects of Sorani. However, they are rare in the Iranian dialects of Central Kurdish/ 29 ! 

An important allophonic variation concerns the two velar sounds /k/ and /gl. Similar to certain other languages of the region (e.g. 
Turkish and Persian), these consonants are strongly palatalized before the close and mid front vowels (/i/ and /e/) in Central 
Kurdish. |30 ^ 31 J 


Consonants 



Bilabial 

Labiodental 

Dental 

Alveolar 

Postalveolar 

Palatal 

Velar 

Uvular 

Pharyngeal 

Glottal 

Stop 

voiceless 

P 


t 




k 

q 


? 

voiced 

b 


d 




g 




Affricate 

voiceless 





tT 






voiced 





d3 






Fricative 

voiceless 


f 

s 

1 

J 


X 


h 

h 

voiced 


(v) 

z 


3 


Y 


CO 


Nasal 

m 


n 




n 




Approximant 



i 



j 

W 




Trill 



r 








Flap 



r 









Syllable 


Sorani allows both complex onsets (e.g. spr: "white", kwer: "blind") and complex codas (e.g. farsh: "carpet"). However, the two 
members of the clusters are arranged in such a way that, in all cases, the Sonority Sequencing Principle (SSP) is preserved/ 32 ! In 
many loanwords, an epenthetic vowel is inserted to resyllabify the word, omitting syllables that have codas that violate SSP. 
Originally mono-syllabic words such as /hazm/ ("digestion") and /zabt/ ("record") therefore become /ha.zim/ and /za.bit/ 
respectively/ 32 ! 


Primary stress always falls on the last syllable in nouns/ 33 ! |-, ut j n ver bs its position differs depending on tense and aspect. Some 
have suggested the existence of an alternating pattern of secondary stress in syllables in Sorani words/ 33 ! 


Grammar 


Word order 





The standard word order in Sorani is SOV (subject-object-verb)/ 34 ^ 

Nouns 

Nouns in Sorani may appear in three general forms. The Absolute State, Indefinite State, and Definite State. 

Absolute State 

A noun in the absolute state occurs without any suffix, as it would occur in a vocabulary list or dictionary entry. Absolute state 
nouns receive a generic interpretation,as in "qawa rash a." ("Coffee is black.") and "wafr spr a." ("Snow is white") J 17 

Indefinite State 

Indefinite nouns receive an interpretation like English nouns preceded by a, an, some, or any. 

Several modifiers may only modify nouns in the indefinite state.This list of modifiers includes: 

■ chand [f and] "a few" 

■ hamu [hamu] "every" 

■ chi [tfi] "what" 

■ har [har] "each" 

■ ... i zor [i zor] "many" 

Nouns in the indefinite state take the following endings: f 28 ^ 17 ! 



Singular 

Plural 

Noun Ending with a Vowel 

-yek 

-yan 

Noun Ending with a Consonant 

-ek 

-an 


A few examples are given below (from^ 17 ]) showing how nouns are made indefinite: 

■ iU,pyaw 'man' > t^jjjU,pyawek 'a man' 

■ v*l" nama 'letter' > namayek 'a letter’ 

■ iU,pyaw ’man’ > ^/^U,pyawan '(some) men' 

■ 1darga 'door' > j dargayan '(some) doors' 

Definite State 

Definite nouns receive an interpretation like English nouns preceded by the. 

Nouns in the definite state take the following endings: I 28 H 17 I 



Singular 

Plural 

Noun Ending with a Vowel 

pka 

-kan 

Noun Ending with a Consonant 

-aka 

-akan 


When a noun stem ending with [i] is combined with the definite state suffix the result is pronounced [eka] (i + aka — eka) 


Verbs 





Like many other Iranian languages, verbs have a present stem and a past stem in Sorani. The present simple tense, for example, is 
composed of the aspect marker "da" ("a" in Sulaymaniyah dialect) followed by the present stem followed by a suffixed personal 
ending. This is shown in the example below with the verb C tf’*' nusin ("to write"), the present stem of which is / nus. 


Verb 

Meaning 

Hie; danusim 

1 write 

tya/o) danusi 

You (sg.) write 

lysate) danuse 

She/He/It writes 

danusin 

We write 

danusin 

You (pi.) write 

danusin 

They write 


Note that the personal endings are identical for the second person plural (Plural "you") and third person plural ("they"). 

Similarly, the simple past verb is created using the past stem of the verb. The following example shows the conjugation of the 
intransitive verb hatin ("to come") in the simple past tense. The past stem of "hatin" is "hat". 


Verb 

Meaning 

/[* hatim 

1 came 

JU hati 

You (sg.) came 

hat 

She/He/It came 

-/fus hatin 

We came 

hatin 

You (pi.) came 

hatin 

They came 


Sorani is claimed by some to have split ergativity , with an ergative-absolutive arrangement in the past tense for transitive verbs. 
Others, however, have cast doubt on this claim, noting that the Sorani Kurdish past may be different in important ways from a 
typical ergative-absolutive arrangement.t 35 ]f36] j n an y case> ^ t rans iti ve past tense in Sorani is special in that the agent affix looks 
like the possessive pronouns and usually precedes the verb stem (similar to how accusative pronouns in other tenses). In the 
following example, the transitive verb nusin ("to write") is conjugated in the past tense, with the object "nama" ("letter"). 

The past stem of the verb is "nusi". (from^ 17 !) 


Verb 

Meaning 

j'iV I'Vl'nama-m nusi 

1 wrote a letter. 

j'iV Ov't'nama-t nusi 

You (sg.) wrote a letter. 

j'iV JVl'nama-y nusi 

She/He/It wrote a letter. 

(/"iV (jtv't'nama-man nusi 

We wrote a letter. 

(/"iV (jlvl’nama-tan nusi 

You (pi.) wrote a letter. 

(/"iV (^Iv't’nama-yan nusi 

They wrote a letter. 






Note in the example above that the clitics attaching to the objects are otherwise interpreted as possessive pronouns. The 
combination "nama-m" therefore is translated as "my letter" in isolation, "nama-t" as "your letter", and so on. 


The agent affix is a clitic that must attach to a preceding word/morpheme. If the verb phrase has words other than the verb itself (as 
in the above example), it attaches to first word in the verb phrase. If no such pre-verbal matter exists, it attaches to the first 
morpheme of the verb. In the progressive past, for example, where the aspect marker "da" precedes the verb stem, the clitic 
attaches to "da". This is shown in the examples below with the verb "xwardin" ("to eat"). (fromf 17 ^) 

■ da-m xward (I was eating) 

■ da-t xward (You were eating) 


Gender 

Unlike Kurmanji, there is no gender distinction in Sorani. There are no pronouns to distinguish between masculine and feminine 
and no verb inflection to signal gender J 37 ^ 


Dictionaries and translations 


There are a substantial number of Sorani dictionaries available, amongst which there are many that seek to be bilingual. 

English and Sorani 

■ English-Kurdish Dictionary by Dr. Selma Abdullah and Dr. Khurhseed Alam 

■ Raman English-Kurdish Dictionary by Destey Ferheng 

See also 

■ Kurdish alphabets 

■ Kurmanji 

■ Southern Kurdish 

■ So ran Emirate 

■ Sorani grammar 
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